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Abstract The essay that follows combines several genres along an unconventional
path. It departs from the psycho-semiotic analysis of a personal turning point: the
author’s ‘conversion’ to veganism. After exposing the rationale for this change in
semiotic terms, however, the essay extends its theorization to the social level,
inquiring about the intersection between vegan conviction and commensality. In a
world where different food ideologies co-occur, converge, conflict, and sometimes
clash, what is the role of the law in establishing value priorities and strike a balance
among different sociocultural and political trends? The essay concludes with a
synthetic definition, in semiotic terms, of the perspective on food, meaning, and law
promoted by the author: a vegan liberalism that is tolerant of food pluralism but
simultaneously militates for the evolution of culture and society toward the
accomplishment of a utopia, that of a world immune from the exploitation of animal
suffering.
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1 Packaging and Reliquaries
A small packet of Italian salami still lies in my fridge. Some tuna cans linger in the
cabinets. When I look at them, I can no longer place them as elements of a chain of
thoughts, feelings, and actions leading from hunger to meal. They seem strange
creatures to me now, in their plastic or metallic packaging. Indeed, when I glance at
them as I open the fridge or the cabinets for the preparation of breakfast, lunch, or
dinner, a bizarre idea comes to my mind. I think of them as relics. I have devoted
several historical and semiotic studies to these objects of religious devotion and
their reliquaries. I have pointed out how these precious medieval containers,
decorated with gold and gems, had the purpose to spiritualize their content, so as to
dispel any temptation of idolatry [7]. The beholder should immediately refer the
piece of the saintly body to the whole to which it belonged and, moreover, to the
Church as the spiritual community whose value the saint embodied to the utmost.
Aren’t that plastic packet of sliced salami in the fridge or those cans of tuna in my
cabinets doing the same, sublimating their content in order to refer it not to the
simple corpse of what used to be a living being but to the disembodied idea of meat
or fish?
Yet, staring at these contemporary reliquaries, their enchantment to my eyes is
broken. Behind the thin film of plastic, embroidered with images and all sorts of
writing, as well as behind the sturdy cage of tin, I cannot imagine meat or fish
any longer, but bodily fragments that have been violently extracted from the corpse of
an animal. As medieval idolaters would fight over who would come into possession of
a piece of a dead saint’s tunic, often violently tearing it apart into a thousand relics, so
I have somehow become a present-day idolater, unable to spiritualize into food the
content of the plastic packaging or that of the tin can. Differently from medieval
idolaters, though, my incapacity to sublimate death and the consequent idea of a
corpse has an effect of repulsion, not one of attraction. I stare at such packaging and
feel slightly ashamed, as if I had stored the severed pieces of a human corpse into my
fridge, into my cabinets. It is clear to me that, even in case of extreme hunger, I would
be no longer able to eat from those containers: to me, that which is inside them is not
food any more. A long and complex historical and anthropological process has lead
the fellow members of my species to see those fragments of animal corpses as
something that they, the humans, can store, preserve, cook, and finally ingest; yet
now, as a consequence of a mysterious turning point, such process has been reversed
overnight, by a force that has overthrown anthropological certainties, habits, and
nonchalance acquired by the humankind throughout millennia of history. Something
in me is resisting millennia of history.
But something in me is resisting also the routines of an entire life. That packet of
salami, those cans of tuna, aren’t they exactly the same as those that I have bought
by the thousands all through my life, storing them, opening them, taking their
content out so as to prepare hasty student’s meals? I can see myself performing the
weekly routine of entering a supermarket, rushing through the shelves, mechanically
placing this or that item into the shopping basket, paying at the cashier, then briskly
walking home with those packets and those cans and other similar reliquaries in my
638 M. Leone
123
bags. How could I do that without thinking? And why, all of a sudden, those simple
gestures are now impossible for me to perform?
2 Turning Points and Conversions
When I try to conjure up the moment at which I became vegan I cannot exactly date
it. The image of myself staring at the packet of salami in the fridge comes to my
mind, but I cannot determine when that happened. In a sense, my mind seems to
refuse to entertain the idea of myself being a carnivore at a certain moment of my
life, and a person actually disgusted by the prospect of eating meat at the following
instant. The two mental, emotional, and also pragmatic conditions are so different
that they cannot be made part of the same narrative. It is as though, in a mysterious
and yet undetermined moment, my self had yielded to another self of mine that was
not only different, but also in radical contradiction with the former. How can I
recount that? During my academic life I have studied not only relics and reliquaries
but also, predominantly, religious conversion. I devoted my very first book,
Religious Conversion and Identity [5], to this narrative paradox: the turning point
between believing and not believing is often so sharp that converts cannot hold in
their mind both the image of the disbeliever and that of the believer; on the one
hand, the human psyche strives for continuity, for the possibility to tell a coherent
story about itself and its past; on the other hand, connecting the past and the present
is, in this case, impossible, for both contain an element (disbelief, belief) that cannot
be reconciled with the other. In many representations of famous religious converts,
then, ambiguous, often boustrophedon symbols are adopted so as to conceptualize
the narrative paradox of conversion.
Not having ever experienced any religious conversion myself, for the first time I
seem to have a personal, almost physical experience of that which such spiritual
process entails: the incapacity to find commensurability between the present and the
past of the self. In my memory there linger vivid images of myself avidly eating the
raw beef meat that is a specialty of Piedmont, the Italian region where I live; in my
present awareness, though, those images now cause not only shame but also
physical disgust, incompatible as they are with my new vegan self. My ‘conversion
to veganism’, however, is similar to religious conversion not simply because of its
narratively paradoxical character but also for the symbolical consequences that it
entails. Although it is now impossible for me to temporally place the turning point
and, even more fundamentally, to reconstruct how exactly it occurred, and in what
phenomenological circumstances (later on I might unconsciously make up a genesis
for it, and start to believe in it, but for the moment my imagination blurs when I
make such an attempt), the turning point has, nevertheless, happened, leaving me
with a disgust for meat or fish, with a deep distrust for any food deriving from
animal exploitation, including milk or eggs, but also with an entirely new form of
life. The most fascinating aspect of this vegan conversion is that, like religious
conversions, does not simply consist in a passage from disbelief to belief but in a re-
articulation of the whole existence, which alters the past with its memories, the
present with its actions, and the future with its plans. Religious converts do not
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merely start believing. They reinterpret their past memories, repenting of their
opposite self or even cursing it; re-arranging their individual schemes of action and
communitarian adhesions; re-shaping the plans and models that are meant to guide
the development of the self in the future. In the same way, my little conversion in
front of the fridge is inciting me to think about my past self under a different, less
condescending light; to develop new present behaviors; and to elaborate new plans
of action. As in the case of religious conversion, moreover, the link between the
occurrence of the turning point and the articulation of the new existential
scaffolding that it entails is so strong that one cannot easily single out which is the
cause and which is the effect: does one change one’s life because of a conversion or
does one convert because of a change of life? In other words, aren’t perhaps both the
religious and the ‘vegan conversion’ the result of the crystallizing of a radically
different existential perspective, of a new way of considering some essential
ingredients of life, which then finds expression in the final turning point of seeing
the hand of a transcendent agency there where one would see only chance, or the
blind forces of nature, and the violently interrupted life of an animal, there where
one would see, hitherto, food?
Two orders of questions can be asked about the ‘vegan turning point’ and the
existential framework that it both brings about and incarnates: first: how does it take
place? And second: why? The first question is somehow simpler, for answering it
requires a phenomenological and semiotic description of those visible signs that
substantiate the turning point in its material consequences. The second question,
instead, prompts a somehow more speculative epistemological framework, since
such visible signs must be conjecturally linked with that which is invisible, that is,
the contextual and psychological forces that have somehow caused those signs to
manifest themselves.
3 Semiosis Unchained
It is known to semioticians, at least from Roland Barthes on, that seeing a packet of
salami in a fridge is not simply seeing an object; it is seeing a sign [2]. What does
this sign stand for? To a carnivore, it becomes an element in various chains of
interpretants, all of which, however, involve, at a certain stage, opening the packet
and eating the content. It may, of course, occur that the salami expires and is, as a
consequence, disposed of. In this case too, nevertheless, both expiration date and
disposal make sense only as unfortunate exception to a rule: the salami has been
fabricated, packaged, sold, and bought in order to be eaten. That means that the final
interpretant of the packet, the one that sets the interpretive and pragmatic habit
related to it, crucially involves ingestion. Salami ultimately is something that stays
in the fridge because, sooner or later, it will be used to satisfy one’s hunger.
The fact that the final interpretant of something that is essentially seen as food
constitutes the culmination of an interpretive habit means that no questions are
implicitly or explicitly asked about it. The common eater might wonder whether the
salami has not expired; whether it has been properly produced; whether it has been
produced by a good brand; etc. The eater, however, will not normally challenge the
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chain of interpretants that leads to the final one of eating the salami itself. Such
chain has been so interiorized (it has been, for instance, absorbed by the eater since
childhood) that it becomes a sort of second nature: nothing is either extraordinary or
repulsive about eating the ground and compressed flesh of an animal’s corpse. The
semiotic habit, indeed, also leads to hypostatize the source of food into food itself:
one is not eating an animal, and one is not eating a pig either; one is eating salami,
that is, an element that culture and its language have rearticulated so as to detach it
from its origin and bestow upon it an autonomous symbolical life.
Such chain of interpretants is naturalized into an unquestioned semiotic habit;
yet, that does not mean that it is turned into first nature. As it was pointed out earlier,
behind the animal’s invisibility within food act a long history, the pressure of a
cultural context, the influence of a social milieu, etc. But despite crystallizing into a
blind habit, eating salami is not like drinking water. In the latter case, the body itself
is urged to drink, and to drink water or its derivatives, whenever thirst signals,
through an unpleasant bodily sensation, the need for rehydration. Hunger, however,
does not push human beings toward any specific food, or at least it does not so
univocally. The body requires a large variety of nutrients from the environment, so
that it is biologically predisposed, when hungry, to direct its attention toward a
multiplicity of sources. That which one decides to consider as food when hungry,
then, stems not simply from a biological instinct but from a biological instinct that is
refined into a semiotic habit as a result of a specific historical and sociocultural
milieu.
Whereas the natural object of thirst, that is, water, unites all human beings, the
cultural object of hunger divides them. Only water and its derivatives can quench
one’s thirst, while many if not most of the organic elements of reality can be
ingested so as to placate one’s hunger. That is also the reason for which, in many
languages, the two operations are conceptually separated and linguistically
denominated accordingly. Farther evidence of such difference consists in the fact
that, whereas one cannot change one’s natural habit of drinking water, one can and
often does change one’s cultural habit of eating such or such food. In other words,
whereas eating is natural, eating something is not.1 It is a cultural habit shaped
through belonging to a community of eaters and frequently solidified into a second
nature. That is also the reason for which, although this second nature is sometimes
as unquestioned and automatic as the first one, it can nonetheless be changed.
The semiotic habit of seeing packaged salami simply as food that can be eaten
whenever one is hungry, for instance, can be changed along several new interpretive
lines. One might, for example, starts seeing salami not only as mere food but also as
food containing a high level of cholesterol, and curtail its consummation as a
consequence. According to this habit transformation, salami stops standing for the
mere satisfaction of hunger or appetite that eating it will entail, and is turned into the
element of a different chain of interpretants, involving, instead, unpleasant mental
images such as the clogging of one’s arteries, a higher exposure to heart attack,
being physically or mentally impaired, or even death. This new chain of
1 Among the classics of food semiotics and cultural analysis, see [1, 3, 4, 11–13]; for an introduction
[14].
Food, Meaning, and the Law: Confessions of a Vegan… 641
123
interpretants would have been unthinkable of some decades ago, when medical
research about cholesterol and its negative effects on health were not so present in
the collective imaginary; it would have been unthinkable of also if a series of public
actions had not hammered into most people’s minds the semiotic link between
eating food that is rich in cholesterol and developing heart diseases.
The semiotic habit of seeing salami as mere food, however, can be altered not
only according to a certain ideology of health but also according to alternative
interpretive lines of a different nature. Religious conversion to a new faith often
entails a radical change in one’s eating habits. The Abrahamic religions, for
instance, and especially Judaism and Islam, provide guidelines concerning what one
should and should not eat. Historical and anthropological research on this aspect of
religions and food cultures is abundant [8]. Evidently, religious dietary restrictions
function as a tremendously power mnemonics, for they associate the faithful’s
religious belonging to the quotidian need of eating. At every meal, they are
reminded, through the semiotic habit of what can be or cannot be eaten, of the
religion to which they adhere. That is an especially strong reminder in the case of
the religious convert (who is often led to overemphasize such dietary rules exactly
in order to confirm, to oneself as well as to the community, the sincerity and
durability of conversion [6]); in the case of someone who ‘was born’ into a religious
community, however, dietary restrictions become a second nature, and turn into
salient semiotic habits only in particular contexts and circumstances, for instance,
when they are challenged by external factors and conditions. To give an example,
for the Muslim who leaves in a predominantly Islamic society, not eating pork is not
a deliberate decision but a second nature that is never or rarely challenged by the
environment. When this Muslim migrates to a predominantly Christian country,
however, she or he will realize the need for protecting such second nature from
external symbolical and material challenges.
Secularization introduces as its side effect a distortive perspective on religious
dietary restrictions, connoting them as ‘cultural’ and, as a result, connoting ‘secular’
food cultures as ‘natural’. That which most ‘secular’ eaters do not realize is that they
too, at every meal, implicitly confirm their belonging to a ‘community of eaters’,
that is, the community of those who do not follow any religious dietary guidelines.
The existence of such community and the entrenched nature of its borders will be
confirmed to its members as soon as they try to leave it. When they convert to a
religion such as Islam, for instance, or start being orthodox Jews, then they will
inexorably make the experience of the fact that they are not only entering a new
community of eaters but that they are also leaving the previous one. As it will be
pointed out later, this phenomenon is macroscopic and, at times, dramatic in the
passage from an omnivore community of eaters to a vegan one. But each eater also
implicitly subscribes to other communities, such as that of a national or ethnic
milieu, or that of a family lexicon of food. In a way, we are all religious eaters,
although we do not realize it. We all tacitly endorse, through our daily dietary
routines, a historical and socio-cultural understanding of what food is.
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4 A Distracted Community of Eaters
What is the understanding of food that I was endorsing when, day after day—before
my ‘vegan conversion’—I was distractedly eating from packets of salami or cans of
tuna? To what community of eaters was I implicitly affirming—mastication after
mastication—my bodily belonging? The endorsement manifested by my way of
eating was implicit; it became evident only after the conversion, when the previous
gastronomic community had been abandoned. There are, of course, different reasons
for which one could turn into a vegetarian or into a vegan. One could do it because
willing to follow a trend, or to please a partner, or for the alleged medical benefits of
these diets. The present analysis, however, is unapologetically autobiographic: it
bears on the personal motivations of a choice but hopes, nevertheless, to cast light
on similarly fashioned turning points. To me, ‘conversion to veganism’ was and is
inextricably related to a conceptual, pragmatic, and, above all, emotional area that
could be labeled ‘‘suffering’’. For reasons that I’ll try to explain later, all of sudden,
an interpretant in the semiosic chain bestowing upon sliced salami, or canned tuna,
its value and function of food was suddenly and crucially highlighted. Such
interpretant was always there, or at least it was always potentially there in that
which US founder of semiotics Charles S.S. Peirce would have probably called ‘‘the
object’’ of food.
According to this philosopher of signification, a sign is constituted by a
representamen that points at an object through an interpretant. That which the
interpretant signifies through the representamen, however, is not the object itself,
that is, with Peirce, the ‘‘immediate object’’, but its dynamic version, that is, the
object as it is ‘‘lit up’’ through the particular perspective projected upon it by the
interpretant. The salami in my fridge had always been part of a living being. No
matter what the food industry might claim, moreover, this part had been extracted
from the animal and turned into food through the violent death of the animal itself.
In other words, suffering, the suffering of an animal being, had been always part and
parcel of the food that I was eating, although I would not see it because my
predominant semiotic habits would conceal this element and emphasize other
aspects, such as flavor, the ability to acquire social status through eating a certain
food, health issues, and a series of implicit features such as belonging to a specific
national, ethnical and historical ‘community of eaters’.
An important question must be raised to this regard: wasn’t awareness of an
animal’s suffering, involved in the preparation of such kind of food, also implicit in
the semiotics of its acquisition and consummation? In theory, it was. My hypothesis
is that such awareness is, nevertheless, repressed in most eaters of animal corpses.
We all know that such food is produced through the often excruciating suffering of
another living being that is, in many cases, biologically very similar to us, yet we
decide to suppress such awareness or relegate it in the distant background of our
daily gastronomic practices. Hence, the semiotic model adopted thus far so as to
explain the signification of food should perhaps be refined: in semiosis, interpretants
not only cast light on certain aspects of a given object, they also cast shadows on
other aspects of it. While highlighting characteristics such as the ‘authenticity’ of
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salami, the quality of meat used in its preparation, the number of it calories, its
being halal or kosher, etc., semiosis throws a gigantic, embarrassing shadow upon
that which is, nevertheless, under the eyes of everybody: every time that we are
eating a slice of salami, we are indirectly eating the terror of an animal being in
front of death. That is, perhaps, one of the reasons for which awareness of this
evidence is so effectively suppressed: through the act itself of eating, which is what
allows our body to prolong its biological life, we should normally experience that
such prolonging—as well as the both physiological and cultural pleasure through
which we are all enticed toward it—is obtained at the expenses of the shortening of
another fellow animal being’s life, of a living being whose experience of suffering
we all perfectly know, in most cases, to be comparable to ours and very similar to it.
That is also the reason for which animal rights, vegetarian, or vegan propaganda
that exposes animal eaters to verbal or visual evidence of the violence involved in
the preparation of such food often proves ineffective: the semiotic habit of removing
awareness of such suffering from the semiosis of daily eating is so engrained in our
‘second nature’ that directly seeking to shake it is useless: animal eaters will see
how their food is produced through the excruciating pain of other animal beings, but
they will chose not to amend their views, feelings, and practices accordingly (like
cigarette smokers won’t be put off by images of lung cancers on their packets of
cigarettes). That is the case because second nature cannot be changed in the same
way as culture is. Can we perhaps convince someone not to understand any more a
language that she or he has learned? Of course we cannot, for such cultural learning
has given rise to the physiological crystallization of a second nature. Similarly, can
we persuade someone to experience distaste or even disgust at the idea of eating a
slice of salami? Of course we cannot, because the cultural practice of eating
processed animal corpses has given rise to a physiology of taste; those who eat
salami have their mouth watering at the thought of it. As in the case of religious
conversion, so in that of conversion to veganism, much deeper and difficult to reach
mechanisms of the psyche must be touched so as to give rise to radical change.
Exposure to the ideas of a new religion, or even more to the living testimony of
those who adhere to it, can facilitate the path to change, yet the turning point can
happen only when the entire semiotic habit of eating is deconstructed and
reconstructed in a totally alternative way. The modalities through which that might
happen will be discussed later. For the moment, as it was announced earlier, the
phenomenology of this change must be thoroughly described.
5 A New Grain
As the religious convert starts seeing the world in a different way from the very
moment in which religious conversion takes place, so the vegan or vegetarian, from
the very instant in which they turn into such, cannot see food as they had hitherto
seen it. This alteration in the perception of reality can, of course, become
increasingly sophisticated through further exposure to the new religious community,
or to the new community of eaters. That which matters the most, however, is the
turning point itself, the paradoxical watershed between two radically opposite
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stances: now I see food, a moment later I see the corpse of an animal. In a way, the
radicalness of the transition is akin to that of falling out of love: I was seeing a lover,
and a body to which I would ardently desire to join mine, yet now I see a body that
inspires indifference to me, or hostility, or even utter disgust. There is no way I shall
ever erotically touch that body any longer, although it was the primary object of my
desire a minute ago; analogously, my body violently reacts to the idea of eating
something that I used to consider food, but do not anymore.
In other words, converting deeply changes the semiotic grain of reality, with
consequences that become far-reaching and more complex as the new semiosis turns
into novel semiotic habits. We know from Peirce that a semiotic habit can be
deactivated, and that the ‘unlimited semiosis’ that it used to block can be reactivated
as a result. Yet, unlimited semiosis always tends to develop into new habits, as is the
case also in religious or vegan conversions. The turning point is often semiotically
violent: it shakes entrenched semiotic habits and overturns the usual patterns of light
and shadow that interpretants project on an object. After a while, however, such
dramatic restructuration of meaning also gives rise to a habit, which turns into the
new form of life through which a person believes, drinks or eats.
In the case of vegan conversion, such dramatic turning point brings about a
progressively more and more sophisticated re-articulation of the semantic field of
food. As religious converts often start to re-articulate their entire life into religious
and irreligious practices, more and more aptly separating that which is licit
according to their new faith and that which is not, so vegan neophytes learn how to
detect animal suffering in what they are eating. In some cases, that will be very
easy, since such detection had been already part of the awareness that they had
about food, but were suppressing so as not to disrupt their animal eating practices. In
other cases, instead, and especially for those kinds of food or beverages whose
production details they used to ignore, ‘vegan neophytes’ will learn about their
‘content of suffering’ from other vegans, or from specialized channels of dietary
knowledge: they will become aware of the violence often entailed in the industrial
production of honey, for instance.
Vegan converts typically roam the shelves of their former supermarkets,
attentively reading the ingredients of products that they use to hastily buy, for the
filter through which they ‘read’ eatable reality is now different, and prominently
features an imperative that overshadows all the others: not taste, or origin, or
authenticity, or health, or religion, but the moral imperative of avoiding the
suffering of other animals at all cost. This quest is not only negative, meaning that it
does not only lead to the exclusion of certain kinds of food that vegans distractedly
used to eat. Converting to veganism is, indeed, fun also because it leads to the
discovery of new kinds of ‘licit’ food, or to the hitherto ignored properties of known
kinds of food. New cereals, new vegetables, new kinds of ‘vegetable milk’, new
recipes, friends, and restaurants start entering the life of the convert, but always
according to the same logic: that element of the semiosis of food that used to be
overshadowed and repressed now stands out and occupies the vertex of the pyramid
of the new form of life.
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6 A New Community
Converting to vegetarianism and in particular to veganism, however, produces a
restructuring of reality that is similar to that provoked by religious conversion also
in relation to another, more troublesome aspect. As religious converts often start to
divide humanity into believers and non-believers, into those who adhere to the faith
that the converts have rejected and those who, on the contrary, adhere to their new
faith, so vegans start to see other vegans as particularly close to them, and anyway
to divide people, including family members and friends, or perhaps especially
family members and friends, into sympathizers and antagonists. That is a stage that
did not develop in me yet; I still continue to believe that, no matter how strong my
conviction of the moral imperative of not generating animal suffering is, everyone
should be entitled to eat whatever she or he pleases, within the limits of the law of
course, although I also wish that mentalities will thus evolve that the legal
framework adopted by the majority will also one day increasingly restrict the
legality of producing animal suffering. My proselytizing toward such a development
has been, thus far, quite minimal too, and not for I do not wish to convince others of
the moral superiority of my stance, but for I know, out of my experience, that
violent vegan proselytizing to which I myself was exposed did not, as I shall explain
later, produce any significant effect and was, on the contrary, counterproductive,
deepening the dynamic of suppression that was at work in my own eating habits. As
I shall explain later, if something pushed me to such change, was something much
deeper and hidden in me, although its awakening was, perhaps, stimulated by the
example of esteemed friends and colleagues who had already embraced such form
of life.
In my case, which I think is typical under many respects, the urge for
rearticulating the community of eaters into vegans and non-vegans, or at least into
sympathizers and antagonists, has been thus far defensive, not offensive. I did not
seek to convince anyone of the moral superiority of my choice, or even of its moral
viability. I actually never mention that I have become or that I am vegan to anyone,
including family members and friends, unless an occasion for me to do so arises,
such as a common meal, for instance. I must say, however, that never in my life
have I experienced such a level of hostility as when I have disclosed to friends and
relatives my new way of eating. That has not been always the case. Relatives of
mine that were already sensitive to the issue of animal rights—although they were
neither vegan nor vegetarian—reacted with sympathy, curiosity, or even collabo-
ration. I was particularly touched by an aunt of mine who prepared for me the vegan
version of an entire typical meal of Salento, the region of Italy from which we are
both from.
Unfortunately, I cannot say the same about most of my friends. In the beginning,
many of them thought that I was joking, as if becoming vegan could not be a
seriously viable option. That which impressed me the most, however, is what came
after the realization, by my friends and relatives, that I was not joking and that from
then on I would not eating or consuming any product that would involve animal
suffering. First, I was exposed to an unprecedented amount of teasing and mockery,
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from some very light jokes to becoming the receiver of digital images depicting
meat barbecues or similar practices. I took many of these jokes for that which they
are, that is, byproducts of the adjustment between my new self and the community
of eaters in which I live. Jokes and the astonishment that they manifest will probably
subside, as this new self of mine becomes a semiotic habit not only to myself but
also to the network of relations in which I am immersed. Despite keeping this
humorous distance, though, and despite sometimes easing the process with a good
quantity of self-irony and self-mocking (‘‘the vegan is always hungry’’, I self-
mockingly tell my friends when they invite me for dinner), as a cultural semiotician
I cannot resist the urge to interpret the unprecedented level of irony that surrounds
the mounting phenomenon of veganism. From professional comic actors (Maurizio
Crozza, the most prominent present-day Italian comic, impersonates the—to be
honest—exhilarating character of ‘‘Germidi Soia’’—a pun meaning, in Italian,
‘‘soya sprouts’’, a vegan chef who worries about the emotions of carrots and
eggplants) to bar jokes, veganism is one of the most (sometimes violently) mocked
forms of life in contemporary societies.
Pocking fun at me was not the only way in which my vegan conversion was
received. Other reactions included: (1) worrying about my health (a worry expressed
also by people who have never taken an interest in my health, and are also visibly
following totally unhealthy dietary habits); (2) pointing out to me where
contradictions in my new form of eating might hide (how do you dare wearing a
silk scarf, said once to me, seriously, a friend while chewing a steak, and showing
bitter disappointment at my disclosure that I was wearing a scarf made of
vegetable agave silk); (3) underlining the untrustworthiness of any food label
describing the ingredients therein contained (as though one should eat whatever
kind of animal product only because some producers do not fully disclose the
animal origin of the food they produce); (4) emphasizing how my conversion would
ruin all my social relations; (5) etc. etc.
Why such negative reactions? Especially toward someone, like me, who does not
blame anyone for what they eat, does not proselytize, does not advertise for his new
form of eating, and does not even react to jokes or critical remarks leveled at him?
I am not able to fully answer such question yet, but I cannot force myself not to
see, in the irritation by which my veganism is received, the same kind of irritation
by which, albeit always silently, I often reacted, in my own mind, to the veganism of
some of my friends before my own ‘conversion’ (although, to be fair to myself,
irritation was never triggered by veganism itself, but by the quite insistent way in
which it was made the object of propaganda). What was the origin of such irritation?
In my case, it was partially caused by the conviction that, in a liberal society, whose
model I endorse, everyone should eat what she or he pleases, and let the others do
the same, within the limits of the law (but now that I have become a vegan, like
those converts who cannot help themselves proselytizing about the truthfulness of
their new faith, I too see the point of seeking to avoid animal suffering also through
activism and propaganda). Something deeper than being upset by too energetic
vegan proselytizing, however, was at the roots of my irritation. I was aware of that
but I was suppressing this awareness: deep down, I was irritated because vegans
were the living embodiment of a way of eating that I already knew it was the
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‘morally appropriate’ one, and that nevertheless I was unable to embrace. I was
irritated by vegans because they were involuntary and implicit witnesses to my
moral weakness, to the fact that I could not give priority to the urge of eliminating
animal suffering although I then already realized that it was evidently superior to
any other urge (what shall my mother think? Will she be disappointed? Such worries
had the priority in me, although I was already aware of their moral paucity).
7 The Ultimate Meaning of Pain
Many animal eaters will not accept the comparison, and reject it as a piece of
propaganda, but the irritation that they feel towards vegans now seems to me as
particularly close to that which slave owners would feel at the moral stance and
even more at the propaganda of those who would advocate the abolition of slavery.
This phenomenon is relevant not only for the specific case of veganism and social
resistance to it, but for cultural semiotics in general. The fact that, in semiosis, the
object never signifies directly, but always through the particular respect or capacity
that the interpretant highlights in the object itself—casting light on the dynamic part
of it in relation to a certain ground and leaving in shadow, on the contrary, the
immediate object that the interpretant does not capture—is not tantamount to say
that the object does not exist. Semiotics adopts a nominalist perspective on reality,
not an anti-realistic or a nihilistic one. Positing the difference between the ontology
of the object and the gnoseology of semiosis is not only epistemologically but also
ethically essential. It forbids one to think, with Nietzsche, that ‘‘only interpretations
exist, not facts’’. This anti-realistic stance is morally dubious because it implicitly or
explicitly denies the perfectibility of semiosis. If interpretants were completely
indifferent to the object they signify, or if this object existed only through the
relation with its interpretants, then there would be no way of choosing between
alternative interpretants and, as a matter of fact, interpretants would not be such any
more either. Reality signifies to us because it exists, and can wrongly signify to us
because of its existence. If reality did not exist, it could not signify in the semiotic
sense of the word.
From the moral point of view, affirming the difference between the ontology of
the object and the gnoseology of semiosis, as well as affirming the ontological
existence of the object, is essential also for it implicitly suggests that the object can
actually resist its interpretants if they are wrong, or, more precisely, if the patterns of
signification that they project on the object overshadow some essential elements of
it. To give an example, was slavery the product of a wrong interpretant? Of course it
was, because such interpretant was so signifying a part of the human species (the
ancestors of those whom we call, nowadays, ‘‘African American’’, or ‘‘Americans
of African descent’’) that an essential element of its ontology, that is, humanity
itself, was hidden in semiosis. Slaves would be signified as less than human, and as
a consequence they were enslaved. Adopting a materialistic point of view, one could
affirm that also the opposite is true: since the world economy and human greed
required slaves, then a part of humanity was signified through such paradoxical an
interpretant, which would strip them of humanity itself. Endless activism, a major
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war, and the relentless endurance of the victims were required in order to affirm that
which was already evident to most, that is, that slaves were human, and as a
consequence should not be enslaved. The semiotic habit interpreting their essence
proved a wrong one, not only rhetorically, but also scientifically: any theory about
the supposed racial inferiority of African human beings was wiped away by
scientific progress.
From the point of view of general semiotics, this change points at the
perfectibility of language. If language is imagined as totally independent from an
underlying reality, then there is no way language can be reasonably amended. The
entire semiotic theory of the limits of interpretation, so cherished by Umberto Eco,
and the progressive construction of an increasingly reasonable community of
interpreters would be meaningless if one did not postulate, beneath semiosis, an
ontology that resists inappropriate ‘flights of interpretants’ [10]. In the same way in
which a literary text can resist—at least to a certain extent—misleading
interpretations of it, because it is endowed with a structure that produces its ideal
reader, or a range of ideal readers, according to a code that is shared by a
community of interpreters, so nature, even more than texts, does not tolerate wrong
interpretations, at least not for a long time. Geocentric cosmology consisted in a
wrong series of interpretants, which nevertheless imposed itself over several
centuries. In the long term, though, the semiosis fibrillating underneath this semiotic
habit burst into a radically opposite series of interpretants, which proved much more
suitable to capture the functioning of astronomic reality than the former.
Can one suppose that the same mechanism of long term testing and improving of
semiotic habits occurs not only in the textual domain of cultural interpretation, and
not only in the scientific domain of natural interpretation, but also in the moral
domain of ethical interpretation? Without admitting this perfectibility of morality
one could hardly explain the progress of law, for instance. The natural and
sociocultural conditions in which human beings live continuously evolve, also as a
consequence of their own semio-linguistic creativity. The laws that govern human
communities, therefore, must change accordingly. Legal systems, however, do not
evolve only in relation to these contingent needs, but also alongside the long-term
arch of overall human evolution. Laws strive not only to make human beings coexist
locally, in a particular context, but also globally, in the abstract context of human
history. At a certain stage of human history, for instance, human beings realized, at
least in the West, that granting female members of the species the same rights as
male members was the best available interpretive option. That proved morally right
because all the other alternatives would produce psychological or physical suffering,
which is the ultimate cry of resistance through which reality tells us that our
interpretants are wrong.
We are not only used, but also compelled to listen to the pain of our own body.
When our body feels pain, in most cases that is a symptom that something in our
behaviors or style of life should be changed; that we should consult with a doctor;
that we should take drugs or undergo surgery. The same goes for psychological
pain: a panic attack is not only unpleasant per se, it is even more disquieting for it
signals that something, in the psycho-social life of an individual, is producing that
suffering, and as a consequence should be eliminated or changed. Pain is the
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psychophysical mechanism through which reality urges our semiotic habits to
change. Is there, however, something as ‘social pain’? Is there a form of pain, in
other words, that pushes not only our individual semiotic habits to change, but also
our collective ones? Arguably, this pain exists, although it is more difficult to
perceive. It consists, on the one hand, in the sum of all pains felt by those who suffer
because of the same cluster of inappropriate semiotic habits. The social pain of
children forced to become soldiers, for instance, is not only local, but creates a
transversal community of sufferers across time and space, a community formed by
all those who, in every time and place, are pushed to the battlefield during their
childhood. Listening to this pain is much more difficult than listening to the pain of
individual bodies, since it requires empathy meant as the capacity to feel, in one’s
body and mind, the pain of the other, which is sometimes abstract and remote.
8 Prolonging Life
That is what I ultimately feel when I open the fridge and see the packet of salami. I
feel not my pain but the pain that a wrong social habit inflicts on a single animal, on
the other animals of the same species, on all animals, violently slaughtered by the
thousands so that the semiotic habit of salami eaters could be endlessly reproduced,
and the semiotic habit of those who draw profit from the meat market with it. A slice
of salami, indeed, is not only food. It is the physical concretion of a semiotic habit.
Such semiotic habit, however, like all semiotic habits, has an alternative, that
consists in not producing and not eating salami any more. If one agrees that pain is
the litmus test through which the suitability of interpretants and semiotic habits can
be proven or disproven, then eating other animals is an inappropriate semiotic habit,
stemming from a wrong chain of interpretants, because its existence provokes the
endless and excruciating pain of other living beings whose pain we can easily
imagine, and empathize with, but choose to ignore.
That is, at least to me, the most relevant benefit of adopting veganism not only as
a style of eating but also as an empathic mnemonics. Thus far, the present article has
dealt with the question ‘‘how’’? How does the Weltanshauung of a vegan changes
after her or his turning point? And how can this turning point be rendered into a
narrative? The essay, however, has not dealt thus far with a fundamental question,
which is not ‘‘how does one become vegan’’, but ‘‘why’’? Answers to such question
can only be subjective and, to a certain extent, speculative. A myriad of alternative
existential paths can lead one to embrace a radically different form of life, and a
totally alternative way of eating. It is not excluded, however, that the subjective and
the inter-subjective grounds might intertwine and overlap at some points. That is
why the author of the present article will have to talk about his own experience, and
his own ‘‘why’’, or at least about the reconstruction of it, but it will not be entirely
ruled out that such subjective evocation might cast light also upon the ‘vegan
conversion’ of others, or even facilitate similar turning points.
In hindsight, I believe that I became vegan as a reaction to a particularly painful
period of my life, whose precise nature would be inappropriate and embarrassing to
disclose and discuss upon here. May suffice to say that, at a certain stage of my
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existential evolution, acute pain inside of me made me increasingly aware of acute
pain outside of me, that of other human beings, that of other living beings, and even
of the ‘pain of the objects’, or ‘‘lacrimae rerum’’, as Virgil would put it [9].
Becoming vegan was the natural outcome of this sudden increase in the level of my
compassion, but was also a way to redefine my own pain, to remold it within a
larger, more encompassing, and, hence, soothing network of afflicted beings. That
might be the object of a philosophical soliloquy or even of a mystical journey, more
than the focus of an academic article, and yet why should academics always shun
dealing with the most essential questions in human life for fear of becoming too
subjective or personal? On the contrary, claiming that converting to veganism
means converting to a new sensibility toward the pain of the world, as well as
toward that which might cause it, has an academic relevance, but it has especially a
socio-political relevance.
The force that compresses and ultimately annihilates the life on another fellow
living being into a packet of salami or into a can of tuna is probably not so different
from the force that seeks to squeeze life out of a migrant exploited in the harvesting
fields of southern Italy, or in the mass-production factories of far east Asia, or in the
forced marriage of a subjugated child. Every time that life is turned into suffering or
even into its opposite, death, by an agency that seeks to appropriate, through violent
semiotic habits, the energies of the world, a wound in the fabric of life emerges that
is similar to that which allows the body of a sentient being to be turned into food and
be appropriated as such. After all, the message that resounds in the daily mnemonics
of a vegan diet, the message that the vegan repeats to herself or himself every time
that a meal must be organized—through finding the appropriate ingredients,
preparing them, and eating them—is a message that, at least to me, transcends the
exclusive realm of food, or at least does not limit itself to implicitly comment on the
way in which human beings extract the resources for their survival from the
environment. This message voices a much more encompassing view on the
interaction between reality, language, and both the individual and collective
intentionalities of human beings. The message, in its most abstract form, says that
language cannot appropriate reality, and semiosis cannot appropriate life. Language
and semiosis emerge as the outcome of a natural process that has endowed human
beings with a sophisticated cognition and modality of interaction with the
environment. Human beings can produce infinite symbolical simulacra in order to
‘probe’ the environment. Yet, none of these simulacra is the environment. None of
the systems of signs that human beings collectively give shape too is perfectly
adequate to reality. No semiotic habit, moreover, seamlessly adheres to life. Pain is
there in the universe to tell human and other sentient beings that their language is
somehow morally wrong, although it might have turned into a seemingly
unshakable second nature so as to suit the perniciously omnipresent need for the
appropriation and crystallization of life.
Isn’t that the most sublime mission that the human species can imagine for itself,
the mission of giving voice to the pain of the universe? To detect it and to turn it
into the symbolical, emotional, and pragmatic frontiers of new simulacra, into
systems of signs and semiotic habits that, hopefully, shall diminish this pain, shall
curtail it, and shall beget a more harmonious adherence between language and
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reality, semiosis and life? That is what, under deep philosophical scrutiny, a vegan
conversion entails: the sudden recognition that life is not ours, that our language is
there not to enslave but to liberate, that a silent violence infiltrates the entrenched
semiotic habits of our second nature, and that eliminating or at least diminishing the
suffering of other fellow animal beings is a way to embrace this humbleness, to
reposition ourselves as species in the universe, but also to take full responsibility for
the privilege that language bestows upon us. It should be the privilege of prolonging
life, not that or terminating it.
9 Food, Culture, and the Law
The subjectivity of eating is a semiotic construct. The pleasure or displeasure of
food is never simply natural but results from a second nature that shapes the body in
synergy with a society and its culture. Paraphrasing Bachtin, it could be argued that
nobody ever eats alone. As we single out, pursue, prepare, ingest, digest, and even
expel nutrients, we are constantly accompanied by an array of sociocultural
determinations going from culinary taboos to gastronomic fashionable trends. The
law is always present among such determinations. It prescribes, for instance, that
specific elements in the environment are not edible. That is evident in the normative
systems of religions, which forbid, in many cases, to transform certain animals,
plants, or minerals into food, or to abstain from eating entire classes of living
beings. But that has not disappeared at all with modernity and not even with post-
modernity either. When the Italian chocolate company Ferrero tried to export one of
its signature products, the chocolate egg ‘‘Kinder’’, to the US market, for instance, it
had to face the legal obstacle that, whereas such eggs in Europe characteristically
contain a plastic receptacle that, in turn, contains a ‘‘surprise’’ (typically, a little
plastic toy)—a feature that plays a key role in charming its little consumers—, in the
US such surprise had to be eliminated or arranged in a separate and non-edible shell,
for the US food law forbids to commercialize edible products that contain non-
edible elements. Such interdiction stems from both a legal and an anthropological
context. On the one hand, the US legal system is traditionally more aware of
possible dangers involved in the inept behavior of consumers (also because of the
extreme sociocultural variety of the US audience and its legally litigious tendency);
on the other hand, the interdiction also stems from a more general ideology of
consumption, according to which buyers always know the details of what they are
purchasing, with no ambiguity and, therefore, no surprise.
Whenever I eat, the law prescribes that: (1) there are certain elements of reality
that I cannot eat; recent European law has forbidden, for instance, a typical
Sardinian cheese known as ‘‘Casu Marzu’’, whose characteristic smoothness is due
to the enzymatic fermentation caused by the larvae of ‘‘cheese fly’’ (Piophila casei)
contained therein; given the risk that some of these larvae survive in the process,
and assuming that their ingestion could entail serious health risks, the European
Union has forbidden the commercialization of the Sardinian delicacy (but the Italian
legal system has somewhat ‘‘reacted’’ by listing the cheese among the ‘‘typical
Italian food products’’ to be exempted from EU regulations). (2) Second, the law
652 M. Leone
123
prescribes not only what is edible, but also how this edibility might take place,
through what processes and according to what standards. Religious normative
systems make provisions as regards the ways of harvesting vegetables or
slaughtering animals; similarly, present-day food regulations thoroughly specify
how the different kinds of food should be prepared and consumed, through a series
of norms that regulate each single aspect of eating from the collection of raw
materials to the disposal of food wastes.
The law is always the expression of a culture. In semiotic terms, though, that does
not mean that the former immediately translates the latter. In most legal systems, the
codification of the law requires the presence and functioning of a complex structure
of representative hierarchies through which the ideologies of a society are translated
and codified into law. Such translation and codification, however, inevitably implies
a series of potential distortions. Usually the law does not simply expresses, in legal
terms, the food ideology of a society but crystallizes some of its features into a
codification that is (1) partial, (2) biased, and (3) slow.
It is (1) partial because the legal codification cannot take into account the entirety
of the food idiosyncrasies that a society contains but, at the most, strikes a balance
among majority trends while paying some attention to minorities as well. Article
544 of the Italian Criminal Code, for instance, states that ‘‘whoever, because of
cruelty or without necessity, causes the death of an animal is punished with
imprisonment from 4 months to 2 years’’. The law translates and codifies, indeed, a
majoritarian trend in Italian society, a trend according to which no cruelty should be
inflicted on animals. The law, however, certainly does not include also the
sensibility of those, among the present-day Italian citizens, for whom turning
animals into food is itself an unnecessary act (that is why Italian law n. 189 of 20
July 2004 lists a series of hypothetical cases in which the ‘‘social necessity’’ of
killing animals subsists, including the practices of fishing and hunting, as well as
scientific experimentation).
Second, the legal treatment of the domain of food is partial because it is
conditioned not only by the explicit ideologies of the community (what the majority
of citizens want to see as food, how they want to prepare it, consume it, dispose of
it, etc.) but also by the less evident biases (2) of the representative system through
which these ideologies are debated and eventually transformed into a set of binding
laws, norms, rules, and regulations. Just to give an example: if US teenagers were
allowed to vote, and have their representatives in the US legislative system,
probably food regulations emanating from it would be significantly different. The
age standards of the representative system introduce a bias in all sorts of legal
codification, including those concerning food.
That is one of the reasons for the slowness of legal codification (3), but it is not
the only one. The law of a society emanates from its ‘‘spirit’’, that is, from the
complex cultural dynamics that interact and intertwine in the society, constantly
evolving along the dimension of time, but it also emanates from its ‘‘letter’’, that is,
from the product of that complex apparatus of legislative procedures, legal
codifications, and jurisdiction that turn the ‘‘spirit’’ into a system of written norms.
Even in the most open and dynamic democracy, the law of a society evolves at a
speed that is too slow in comparison with the emergence and diffusion of new
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sociocultural trends that, by this same reason, are therefore doomed to be at least
temporarily frustrated by the law. The current western societies might, for instance,
be much more aware of the ‘‘rights of animals’’ than their constitutions and legal
systems, but a long time is likely to elapse before the latter is able to realign with the
former, precisely because this realignment is never automatic but stems from, and is
often thwarted by, a complex series of political mediations.
The partial, biased, and gradual character of the readjustment between, on the
one hand, sociocultural trends, sensibilities, and ideologies and, on the other hand,
political initiatives, legislation, and legal codification, intersects the intimate
trajectory described in the first part of the paper and gives rise to a question: what
should I hope for, when I eat with other people? What should I hope to be in the
condition of doing, when I share meals with other fellow human beings?
10 Conclusion: A Liberal Vegan Utopia
Commensality is always a potential source of philosophical reflection. Given the
intrinsic both biological and sociocultural nature of eating, observing the behavior
of other eaters and comparing it with one’s own potentially leads to insights about
food cultural differences and their meaning. This insightful experience is all the
more crucial when starkly diverging eating styles co-occur, as in the case of a
traveler sharing a meal with locals. The vegan eater, for simply statistic reasons,
rarely eats in the exclusive company of other vegans. When that has happened to
me, on those quite infrequent occasions, the feeling was, I must admit it, one of
relief: no need to explain myself, no need to either face the otherness of carnivores
or having them facing mine. The vegan eater might sometimes enjoy the narcissistic
pleasure of distinction and exclusivity of being part of a minority of eaters on many
occasions and, in general, at the larger social scale. In most circumstances, however,
such condition is excruciating, not only because one is often the addressee of
negative attitudes, from tongue-in-cheek irony to violent criticism, but also because,
as a vegan eater, the condition of being surrounded by people eating meat, fish, or
other animal products, is inevitably a problematic one.
What do I think when, as a vegan, I share a meal with non-vegan people, and see
them eating the food that I do not consider any longer as such? This question
combines with those enunciated above in outlining the perimeter of a reflection on
the semiotics of food law.
I must confess it: when large plates full of meat pass before my eyes during a
meal, I spontaneously think: how could you eat that? In some circumstances, a
reaction of disgust takes shape in me not as much at the idea that my fellow human
beings might eat such ‘food’ as at the idea that I myself might be forced to eat it. As
it was suggested earlier in this essay, the legal hope of a vegan is, as a consequence,
quite unambiguous: I wish that, eventually, a system of laws, rules, and norms
forbids the killing and consumption of animals and strictly regulates the production
of animal products that do not involve killing them, such as eggs or milk. As a
vegan, I dream of a legal system that guarantees and enforces the production of food
that is 100% animal-suffering free. As a political agent, I am therefore not only free
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but also somewhat morally obliged to promote the sociocultural, political, and
eventually legal processes that will eventually determine such a normative standard.
That does not mean that there is an intrinsic and incontrovertible rationality in
becoming vegan. I am well aware that considering the suffering of other animals as
akin to the human one, and refraining from transforming them into food is an ethical
choice, which can be supported by rational arguments (such as the devastating
impact of meat industrial production on the environment, for instance, or the
common physiology of pain in mammals and other animal species) but ultimately
stems from a personal choice, from a sort of faith. I believe in the common nature of
suffering in all animals; I trust that their ‘metaphysical imperative’ is only that of
keeping themselves alive, therefore I choose not to act against that imperative; I
exert the human capacity for language and alternative so as to seek to create a world
in which at least human life is sustainable without the necessity of killing other
animals, without producing the same kind of pain that human beings so
determinedly try to avoid for themselves all their life long.
The fact that I am aware that my veganism is an ethical choice and not a simply
rational one, however, does not decrease but, actually, increases the intimate passion
by which this choice is made and supported. The value of preserving animal life is,
for me as for many vegans, superior to most other values. It is, as a consequence,
totally understandable that I keep being puzzled by the behavior of carnivore human
beings and that I turn my veganism into a mission: I wish that nobody kills animals
anymore, therefore I do something to bring about such ideal situation. As spiritual
proselytizing is the inevitable consequence of faith in the universality of a religion,
so vegan activism is the automatic outcome of intimately adhering to an ethics of
avoiding animal pain. Activism can, then, take many disparate forms, including that
of briskly confronting those who, during a common meal, decide to eat meat.
Personally, I prefer not to do that, for many reasons. The first is rhetorical.
Criticizing carnivores at dinnertime will not change their mind, on the opposite;
many of them will entrench in their eating habits even more, increasingly
considering vegans as intolerable meal-poopers. I personally find that, in vegan
propaganda, showing the delectable aspect of this alternative way of life instead of
focusing on the atrocious effects of animal eating is a preferable long-term
propaganda strategy. That does not mean that silence should be kept about the
excruciating pain that is caused to animals in their exploitation by humans, on the
opposite: the vegan should be always ready to calmly expose the facts of animal
food production industries, without exaggerating them but without censoring their
truth either. That means, instead, that, especially in certain sociocultural contexts,
extolling the aesthetic pleasure of vegan food instead of condemning the immoral
habit of eating animals is likely to be more persuasive in the long term. Many of my
acquaintances and friends have become much closer to veganism because I
demonstrated to them (also through vegan ‘food-porn’ pictures that I regularly post
in my social networks) that eating vegan is not necessarily tantamount to eating
tasteless food, on the opposite: it is the beginning of a refreshing adventure into a
totally new way of cooking! On the opposite, I know few people that have been
‘converted’ to vegetarianism or veganism because they have been exposed to
shocking pictures of animals killed by the food industry.
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That should not belittle the moral and communicative importance of those vegan
fellows that starkly denounce animal mistreatment; that means, instead, that the
road to the utopia of a totally vegan world will require the combined efforts of
different sorts of rhetorical strategies, from those of delectation to those of
denunciation. The same has happened for the progressive reduction of smoking in
public places: if in most western countries nowadays it is forbidden to smoke on
public premises that is due not only to increased awareness of the relation between
smoking tobacco and mortal health conditions but also to the fact that smoking
tobacco has become increasingly ‘unsexy’ in the last decades, also with the aid of its
banning from filmic representations. Some progress in this sense has already been
made also in the domain of food: eating lamb meat was a traditional Easter tradition
in Italy, whereas nowadays it is generally seen, especially among the younger
generations, as a vulgar display of cruelty. Lamb-eaters still exist, but they are
usually not so pride anymore of what they do. They are becoming an increasingly
ostracized minority, like adults smoking in kindergartens or people throwing plastic
bags into the sea.
The utopia of an entirely vegan world will not be achieved, however, until a
majoritarian consensus takes shape around the idea that eating animals should be
avoided, that their suffering should be curtailed by any means, and until this
ideological consensus gives rise to democratic processes translating the new
prevailing sensibility into a system of norms. As a vegan, I cannot help dreaming of
a day in which eating animals will be forbidden, and not because I dream of the
prohibition itself but because I consider such prohibition as the democratic outcome
of an evolution in eating attitudes that is precisely that which I hope for. I do not
dream of a world that thwarts the desires of carnivores but of a world in which the
desires of carnivores do not longer subsist.
The relevant issue, from both the semiotic and the legal point of view, is,
therefore, the following: what to do in the meantime? The difference between a
‘nazi-vegan’, as super-aggressive vegan proselytizers are (to me, unreasonably)
labeled by the public opinion and a liberal vegan, a category to which I myself tend
to subscribe, is that, for the latter, it is paramount to continue to propagate vegan
ideals through the most suitable means (in my case, vegan euphoric propaganda) but
it is equally paramount to accept that, in a democratic society, it is the law that
ultimately determines the watershed between acceptable and inacceptable behaviors.
I might be disgusted by the fact that people sharing a meal with me eat meat; that
does not justify my verbally or, worse, physically attacking them. Within the
framework of law, eating habits can be even harshly criticized but must, at the same
time, be tolerated, at least until the public opinion, also through the activist efforts
of present-day vegans, turns so badly against them that a political and a legislative
majority, both at a national and a supra-national level, takes shape in determining
their outlawing.
Committed vegans should hope for the outlawing of food involving animal
suffering and actively work for the sake of it, through different strategies. As vegans
would not like to be illegally forced to eat meat, however, they should also dislike
the idea of illegally preventing someone from eating what she or he is legally
entitled to do. To this regard, though, the status of ‘food minorities’ in legal settings
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requires further reflection. Les us imagine that, as a consequence of sociocultural
evolution, a political consensus takes shape in Italy around the opportunity of
making eating animals illegal. A consultative referendum is organized, and indicates
that a majority of voters support the banning. New laws are written and enforced to
make meat and other animal products illegal. What happens, then, to the minority?
What happens to those that, despite the majoritarian sociocultural evolution of the
Italian society, still want to eat meat? Are the new laws detrimental to their
individual freedom? Is the legal prohibition that they eat meat comparable to a
hypothetical legal imposition enforcing present-day vegans to eat meat? Legally
requiring the members of a society not to eat some kind of food is equivalent to
legally requiring them to eat such kind of food?
The two enforcements are equivalent legally but not from a semiotic point of
view. Carnivores have no interest in legally obliging vegans to eat meat, for the
habit of meat eating is one that benefits carnivores individually, for the aesthetic or
supposed health advantage that they draw from it. Vegans, on the contrary, pursue
the outlawing of animal products consumption not for their own sake (although they
might draw an ethical or even a narcissistic pleasure from it) but for what they
esteem to be the sake of other potentially edible animals themselves. That is why the
two minorities cannot be compared and found equivalent. It would be like
comparing the minority of anti-slavery abolitionists before the American Civil War
to the minority of pro-slavery nostalgics after the socio-political triumph of
abolitionism: the former were fighting for their ethical principle as well as for other
human beings, whereas the latter were fighting for their own interests only.
In a future vegan world, carnivore nostalgics will have one alternative only: seek
to regain majoritarian consensus about the rightfulness of consuming products
involving animal suffering. From the point of view of a committed vegan, however,
it is to be hoped that such consensus will sound so unreasonable as that of those
who, in present-day democratic societies, would like to legally reintroduce slavery,
or the prohibition for women to vote.
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